t here is one thing that most European researchers agree on: B stands for Brussels and bureaucracy. research funding from the European commission (Ec), which distributes Eu money, is accompanied by strict accountability and auditing rules in order to ensure that European taxpayers' money is not wasted. all disbursements are treated the same, whether subsidies to farmers or grants to university researchers. However, the creation of the European research council (Erc) in 2007 as a new Eu funding agency for basic research created high hopes among scientists for a reduced bureaucratic burden.
Erc has, indeed, been a breath of fresh air to European-level research funding as it distributes substantial grants based only on the excellence of the proposal and has been overwhelmingly supported by the scientific community. Nevertheless, many researchers who have received Erc funding have been angered with accounting rules inherited from the Ec's Framework programmes, and which seem impossible to change. in particular, a requirement to fill out time sheets to demonstrate that scientists spend an appropriate amount of time working on the project for which they received their Erc grant has triggered protests over the paperwork (Jacobs, 2009).
Luis Serrano, coordinator of the Systems Biology programme at the centre for genomic regulation in Barcelona, Spain, and recipient of a €2 million Erc advanced investigator grant for five years, said the requirement of keeping time sheets is at best a waste of time and worst an insult to the high-level researchers. "time sheets do not make much sense, to be honest. if you want to cheat, you can always cheat," he said. He said other grants he receives from the Spanish government and the Human Frontier Science programme do not require time sheets. c omplaints by academic researchers about the creeping bureaucratization of research are not confined to the old continent (see Opinion by paul van Helden, page 648). as most research, as well as universities and research institutes, is now funded by public agencies using taxpayers' money, governments and regulators feel to be under pressure to make sure that the funds are not wasted or misappropriated. yet, the uSa and the Eu have taken different approaches to making sure that scientists use public money correctly. in the uSa, mis appropriation of public money is considered a criminal offence that can be penalized by a ban on receiving public funds, fines and even jail time; in fact, a few scientists in the uSa have gone to prison.
By contrast, the Eu puts the onus on controlling how public money is spent upfront. research funding under the Eu's Framework programmes requires clearly spelt out deliverables and milestones, and requires researchers to adhere to strict account ability and auditing rules. Not surprisingly, this comes with an administrative burden that has raised the ire of many scientists who feel that their time is better spent doing research. Serrano said in a major research centre such as the crg, the administration could minimize the paper burden. "My administration prepares them for me and i go one, two, three, four, five and i do all of them. you can even have a machine sign for you," he commented. "But i can imagine researchers who don't have the administrative help, this can take up a significant amount of time." For Erc grants, which by definition are for 'blue-skies' research and thus do not have milestones or deliverables, such paperwork is clearly not needed.
Not everyone is as critical as Serrano though. Vincent Savolainen at the Division of Biology at imperial college London, uK, and recipient of a €2.5 million, fiveyear Erc advanced investigator grant, said, "Everything from the European commission always comes with time sheets, and Erc is part of the European commission." Still, he felt it was very confusing to track time spent on individual grants for principal investigators such as him. "it is a little bit ridiculous but i guess there are places where people may abuse the system. So i can also see the side of the European commission," he said. "it's not too bad. i can live with doing time sheets every month," he added. "Still, it would be better if they got rid of it."
Juleen zierath, an integrative physiologist in the Department of Molecular Medicine at Karolinska institutet (Stockholm, Sweden), who received a €2.5 million, five-year Erc zierath, a native of Milwaukee (Wi, uSa) who came to Karolinska for graduate work in 1989, said the Erc's requirements are certainly "bureaucracy light" compared with the accounting and reporting requirements for more traditional Eu funding instruments, such as the 'integrated projects'. "Erc allows you to focus more on the science," she said. "i don't take time sheets as a signal that the European union doesn't count on us to be doing our work on the project. they have to be able to account for where they're spending the money somehow and i think it's okay. i can understand where some people would be really upset about that." t he complaints about time sheets and other bureaucratic red tape have caught the attention of high-level scientists and research managers throughout Europe. in March 2009, the Ec appointed an outside panel, headed by Vaira VikeFreiberga, former president of Latvia, to review the Erc's structures and mechanisms. the panel reported in July last year that the objective of building a world-class institution is not properly served by "undue cumbersome regulations, checks and controls." although fraud and mismanagement should be prevented, excessively bureaucratic procedures detract from the mission, and might be counter-productive.
Helga Nowotny, president of the Erc, said the agency has to operate within the rules of the Ec's Framework programme 7, which includes the Erc. She explained that if researchers hold several grants, the Ec wants recipients to account for their time. "the commission and the rules of participation of course argue that many of these researchers have more than one grant or they may have other contracts. in order to be accountable, the researchers must tell us how much time they spend on the project. But instead of simply asking if they spent a percentage of time on it, the commission auditors insist on time sheets. i realize that filling them out has a high symbolic value for a researcher. So, why not leave it to the administration of the host institution?" particle physicist ian Halliday, president of the European Science Foundation and a major supporter of the Erc, said that financial irregularities that affected the Eu over many years prompted the commission to tighten its monitoring of cash outlays. "there have been endless scandals over the agricultural subsidies. Wine leaks. Nonexistent olive trees. you name it," he said. "the commission's financial system is designed to cope with that kind of pressure as opposed to trusting the university of cambridge, for example, which has been there for 800 years or so and has a well-earned reputation by now. that kind …governments and regulators feel to be under pressure to make sure that the funds are not wasted or misappropriated… science & society feature of system is applied in every corner of the European commission. and that is basically what is causing the trouble. But these rules are not appropriate for research."
Nowotny is sympathetic and sensitive to the researchers' complaints, saying that requiring time sheets for researchers sends a message of distrust. "it feels like you're not trusted. it has this sort of pedantic touch to it," she said. "if you've been recognized for doing this kind of top research, researchers feel, 'Why bother [with time sheets]?'" But the bureaucratic alternative would not work for the Erc either. this would mean spelling out 'deliverables' in advance, which is clearly not possible with frontier research. M oreover, as Halliday pointed out, there is inevitably an element of fiction with time sheets in a research environment. in his area of research, for example, he considers it reasonable to track the hours of a technician fabricating parts of a telescope. But he noted that there is a different dynamic for researchers: "Scientists end up doing their science sitting in their bath at midnight. and you mull over problems and so forth. How do you put that on a time sheet?" Halliday added that one of the original arguments in establishing the Erc was to put it at an arm's length from the commission and in particular from financial regulations. But to require scientists to specify what proportion of their neurons are dedicated to a particular project at any hour of the day or night is nonsensical. Nowotny agreed. "the time sheet says i've been working on this from 11 in the morning until 6 in the evening or until midnight or whatever. this is not the way frontier research works," she said.
Halliday, who served for seven years as chief executive of the particle physics and astronomy research council (Swindon, uK) , commented that all governments require accountability. in great Britain, for instance, much more general accountability rules are applied to grantees, thereby offering a measure of trust. "We were given a lot of latitude. Don't get me wrong that we allowed fraud, but the system was fit for the purpose of science. if a professor says he's spending half his time on a certain bit of medical research, let's say, the government will expect half his salary to show up in the grants he gets from the funding agencies. We believe that if the university of cambridge says that this guy is spending half his time on this research, then that's probably right and nobody would get excited if it was 55% or 45%. people would get excited if it was 5%. there are checks and balances at that kind of level, but it's not at a level of time sheets. it will be checked whether the project has done roughly what it said." O ther funding agencies also take a less bureaucratic approach. candace Hassall, head of Basic careers at the Wellcome trust (London, uK), which funds research to improve human and animal health, said Wellcome's translation awards have milestones that researchers are expected to meet. But "time sheets are something that the Wellcome trust hasn't considered at all. i would be astonished if we would ever consider them. We like to work closely with our researchers, but we don't require that level of reporting detail," she said. "We think that such detailed, day-by-day monitoring is actually potentially counterproductive overall. it drives people to be afraid to take risks when risks should be taken."
On the other side of the atlantic, Jack Dixon, vice president and chief scientific officer at the Howard Hughes Medical institution (chevy chase, MD, uSa), who directs Hughes' investigator programme, said he'd never heard of researchers being asked to keep time sheets: "researchers filling out time sheets is just something that's never crossed our minds at the Hughes. i find it sort of goofy if you want to know the truth." instead, Hughes trusts researchers to spend the money according to their needs. "We trust them," Dixon said. "What we ask each of our scientists to do is devote 75% of their time to research and then we give them 25% of their time which they can use to teach, serve on committees. they can do consulting. they can do a variety of things. researchers are free to explore." t here is already growing support for eliminating the time sheets and other bureaucratic requirements that come with an Erc grant, and which are obviously just a hangover from the old system. indeed, there have been complaints, such as reviewers of grant applications having to fax in copies of their passports or identity cards, before being allowed sight of the proposals, said Nowotny. the review panel called on the Ec to adapt its rules "based on trust and not suspicion and mistrust" so that the Erc can attain the "full realization of the dream shared by so many Europeans in the academic and policy world as well as in political milieus." in fact, a system based on trust still works better in the academic world. Hassall commented that lump-sum payments encourage the necessary trust and give researchers a sense of freedom, which is already the principle behind Erc funding. "We think that you have to trust the researcher. their careers are on the line," she said. Nowotny hopes Erc will be allowed to take a similar approach to that of the Wellcome trust, with its grants treated more like "a kind of prize money" than as a contract for services.
She sees an opportunity to relax the bureaucratic burden with a scheduled revision of the rules of participation but issues a word of caution given that, when it comes to Eu money, other players are involved. "We don't know whether we will succeed in this because it's up to the finance ministers, not even the research ministers," she explained. "it's the finance ministers who decide the rules of participation. if finance ministers agree then the time sheets would be gone." 
